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the possibility of individual human agency 
and the capability of A ustralians to shape 
the ir  own culture . Normal A ust ra lians 
can and do make their  own judgements 
about  what  history is and what  it ’s for . 
H istory, for  the ordinary person, is con-
nected to what is relevant and meaning-
ful to them, and A ustralians have freely 
made choices about what is important. It 
has lit t le  to do with official approval or 
state coercion: substantial state support 
for the 1988 bicentennial celebrations, not 
to mention the 2001 centenary of Federa-
tion, failed to arouse a comparably deep 
historical connection with the events they 
commemorated.
The A nzac legend, potently combin-
ing community, nation, and war, reminds 
us that history has purpose and meaning. 
Its popularity illustrates that many A us-
tralians still value tradition and ritual in 
an age of change  and upheaval. A nzac 
D ay services a re  sub ject ive , ind ividu-
al experiences. Friends and family have 
fought and died in wars, and many want 
to honour their memory. This is the prom-
ise made in the O de of Remembrance: We 
will remember them. I t  makes sense to 
describe A nzac as a ‘civil religion’.
The A nzac legend carries metaphori-
cal truths about the kinds of qualities peo-
ple cherish and want to promote: courage, 
independence , ingenuity, humour , sto-
icism , a n d  m a t e sh ip .  T h e  h ist o r ica l 
quest ion of whether  these  values were 
exemplified by diggers, or if they are even 
uniquely A ustralian, is irrelevant , even 
redundant, in this context. Many simply 
see these qualities as desirable, and they 
believe that collectively treasuring these 
sorts of things is necessary if civic values, 
such as democracy and the rule of law, are 
to have any purpose.
A nzac cer ta in ly has p rob lems: it s 
focus on the First World War often comes 
at the expense of A ustralians who’ve died 
or continue to suffer because of modern 
wars, and the t radit ion has yet  to  t ruly 
incorporate Indigenous A ustralians. Cyn-
ics and adherents alike condemn tasteless, 
often absurd, commercialisation and mis-
appropr ia t ion. Yet  these  cr it icisms are 
usually made in the spir it  of protect ion 
and continuance, not abolition.
R emembrance, tradition, and com-
munity are just some of the reasons A us-
tralians choose to preserve A nzac D ay. 
A ustralians found these things together, 
away from decrees of government and the 
elite . D eciding that  they were valuable, 
communities chose to nurture them. This 
is why efforts to replace A nzac or reform 
it  beyond recognition are lamentable: if 
there is one central lesson of war for mod-
ern society, it’s that good things are easily 
destroyed, but not so easily created. 
Ben Wilkie is an historian and academic.
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